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Understanding Multiprogram Take-Up of Safety Net
Programs Among California Families
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Introduction: The U.S. safety net, which provides critical aid to households with low income,
is composed of a patchwork of separate programs, and many people with low income benefit
from accessing <1 program. However, little is known about multiprogram take-up, that is,
participation conditioned on eligibility. This study examined individual and multiprogram
take-up patterns and sociodemographic factors associated with multiprogram take-up of U.S.
safety net programs.

Methods: The Assessing California Communities’ Experiences with Safety Net Supports study
interviewed Californians and reviewed their 2019 tax forms between August 2020 and May
2021. Take-up of safety net programs was calculated among eligible participants (n=365),
including the Earned Income Tax Credit; Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program; the
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children; and Medicaid.
Multivariable regressions identified sociodemographic factors associated with take-up of multi-
ple programs.

Results: Take-up was highest for Medicaid (90.6%) and lowest for Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (57.5%). Among people who received benefits from at least 1 other program,
take-up ranged from 81.7% to 84.8% for the Earned Income Tax Credit; 54.4%—62.0% for Supple-
mental Nutrition Assistance Program; 74.3%—80.1% for Special Supplemental Nutrition Program
for Women, Infants, and Children; and 89.7%—98.1% for Medicaid. Having a lower income and
being younger were associated with concurrent take-up of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program and Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children. Among
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children recipients, having higher income, being older, and being primarily
English speaking were associated with Earned Income Tax Credit take-up.

Conclusions: Individual and multiprogram take-up vary between programs and by sociodemo-
graphic factors. Findings suggest opportunities to increase take-up of potentially synergistic
programs by improving cross-program coordination, data sharing, and targeted recruitment of
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underenrolled subgroups (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children).

AJPM Focus 2024;3(3):100216. © 2024 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. on behalf of The American Jour-
nal of Preventive Medicine Board of Governors. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

INTRODUCTION

Safety net programs reduce poverty by providing aid to
people in households with low income through in-kind
and cash assistance for basic needs.' Participation in
safety net programs has been associated with positive
health outcomes, including improved perinatal outcomes
and reduced metabolic syndrome.>” A growing body of
literature has shown that participation in safety net pro-
grams—such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC),
the largest U.S. poverty alleviation program for families
with children, and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP)—also has long-term impacts on
increasing economic mobility and contribute to sustained
poverty reduction among economically disadvantaged
families.*” The U.S. safety net is composed of an array of
programs, and many people with low income benefit
from accessing >1 program.” Furthermore, multiprogram
participation can optimize effectiveness of programs.
Recent studies on people who participate in multiple
nutrition assistance programs concurrently, including
SNAP and the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program
for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), suggest
improved food security and diet quality relative to people
only participating in a single program.””” Nevertheless,
many are not participating in multiple programs when
they are eligible, and potential participants report stigma,
language barriers, and administrative burdens as road-
blocks to participation.'*"’

Although factors associated with take-up of individual
programs have been well documented, assessment of
concurrent multiprogram take-up is more difficult
owing to legal hurdles that make it challenging to link
data across agencies. Specifically, EITC is administered
by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS); SNAP and WIC
are administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA); and Medicaid is administered by the Centers
for Medicare and Medicaid Services. Several studies
examined multiprogram participation, without condi-
tioning on eligibility. One study using survey-based
methods on multiprogram participation found that half
of children receiving SNAP also received benefits from 1
other program, and a third received benefits from 2 or
more.'” Other studies have found that factors associated
with participation in multiple programs (e.g., SNAP,

WIC, school meals, Medicaid, and Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families) included being younger,
having lower income or income volatility, and
unemployment.'>'* Without conditioning on eligibility,
it is unclear how much of an individual’s or household’s
lack of program participation is due to differing program
eligibility.">'*'” Different safety net programs target
partially intersecting populations with low income, and
each has unique eligibility rules.'® Thus, there is a risk of
mischaracterization of the association between explana-
tory variables and participation. Examining take-up,
that is, program participation conditioned on eligibility,
is more informative in terms of identifying opportunities
to boost safety net participation.

Policymakers and public health professionals have
been increasingly interested in creating synergy across
multiple safety net programs. For example, a key ele-
ment of WIC modernization efforts involves streamlin-
ing WIC enrollment through data sharing with other
social safety net programs.'” Understanding multipro-
gram take-up will help policymakers target their efforts
to improve participation among eligible people who can
most benefit from accessing multiple safety net resour-
ces. This study examines multiprogram take-up patterns
and sociodemographic factors associated with multipro-
gram take-up in the EITC, SNAP, WIC, and Medicaid
among eligible families in California.

METHODS

Study Sample

Data were drawn from the Assessing California Com-
munities’ Experiences with Safety Net Supports study,
which conducted survey-based interviews with EITC-
eligible Californian families with at least 1 dependent
aged 0—8 years (n=497). Study procedures have been
described previously.'” Recruitment was conducted
in partnership with community-based organizations,
including safety net programs, social services agencies,
and tax preparation services. Interviews were conducted
in English and Spanish in August 2020—May 2021, using
video conferencing or telephone. For this analysis, the
sample size was restricted to respondents who produced
records of their tax forms at the time of the interview to
verify EITC eligibility and receipt (n=365) (Figure 1). All
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[ Enrollment ]

(n=7,796)

Assessed for eligibility via
online self-screening form

Excluded (1=6,203)

* Not meeting inclusion criteria (1=5,141)

» Did not provide contact information (7=1,048)
» Declined to participate (1=14)

(n=1,593)

Preliminarily eligible

—

Interviewed (n=497)

[ Analysis ]

Y

Excluded (n=1,091)

+ Could not reach (1=751)

* No show (7=201)

* Not eligible during confirmatory interviewer-
administered screening (1=78)

» Declined to participate (n=54)

» Other reason (n=5)

Excluded (n1=132)
* Did not have tax forms at time of interview

Analyzed (n=365)

Figure 1. ACCESS study, analytical sample flow chart: California, 2020—2021.
ACCESS, Assessing California Communities’ Experiences with Safety Net Supports.

study protocols were approved by the by the California
Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects and
the IRB of the University of California, Berkeley, and
informed consent was provided by all participants.

Measures

The survey included questions on sociodemographic
characteristics, safety net program participation, and
information from tax forms. Respondents self-identified
their race/ethnicity, and this information was catego-
rized into Hispanic/Latinx, non-Hispanic (NH) Black,
NH White, and NH other.

Participants were also asked to describe their partici-
pation in safety net programs in 2019, before the corona-
virus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, including
EITC, SNAP, WIC, and Medicaid. Participants were also
asked to provide their 2019 tax returns to verify eligibil-
ity for and receipt of the EITC. Respondents’ eligibility
for SNAP, WIC, and Medicaid were imputed on the
basis of whether income (collected from tax forms) and
other demographic information (Appendix Table 1,
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available online) met eligibility criteria from the
corresponding government agency; logistical hurdles
precluded authors’ ability to link administrative partici-
pation and eligibility data for programs other than the
EITC."*7*!

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics on sociodemographic characteris-
tics and take-up for single programs were calculated.
Next, the authors cross-tabulated the percentage of par-
ticipants in a given program who were also eligible for
and participated in a second program. For example,
among study respondents who participated in WIC and
were eligible for SNAP, the authors calculated how
many participated in SNAP.

Finally, the authors examined variables associated
with multiprogram participation in EITC, SNAP, and
WIC among eligible participants using multivariate
logistic regression. Variables used for analyses were
missing <1% of observations; therefore, complete case
analysis was used. Medicaid was not included in
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Table 1. Characteristics of ACCESS Study Participants: Cali-
fornia, 2020—2021 (n=365)

Participant characteristics Mean (SD) or n (%)
Age, years 32.3 (6.6)
Woman 343 (94.0)
Race/ethnicity
Hispanic or Latinx 216 (59.2)
NH Black 71 (19.5)
NH White 37 (10.1)
NH other 41 (11.2)
Some college or more® 268 (73.6)
Household income, USD"
<$20,000 178 (48.8)
$20,000—$40,000 142 (38.9)
$40,000—$70,000 45 (12.3)
Any full-time or part-time work 267 (73.4)
Number of people in household 4.4 (1.7)
Number of dependents in household 2.2(1.1)
Number of adults in household 2.1(1.1)
Married 110 (30.1)
English as primary language 292 (80.0)
Safety net program take-up, n (%)
EITC 274 (84.3)
SNAP 206 (57.5)
WIC 283 (79.1)
Medicaid 326 (90.6)

Notes: Data reflect participant characteristics in 2019.

2Some college or more includes vocational school, associate’s degree,
and bachelor’s degree or more.

PAdjusted gross household income in 2019.

ACCESS, Assessing California Communities’ Experiences with Safety
Net Supports; EITC, Earned Income Tax Credit; NH, non-Hispanic; SNAP,
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program; USD, U.S. dollar; WIC, Spe-
cial Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children.

multiprogram participation analyses given the high take-
up of this program among eligible individuals and thus
small cell sizes. Covariates included gender, race/ethnic-
ity, household income, education, employment status,
marital status, age, number of adults in household, num-
ber of dependents in household, and speaking English as
a primary language. Owing to concerns around collin-
earity and small cell sizes, race/ethnicity categories of
NH White and NH other were combined and served as

the reference group. Data were analyzed using Stata 17
(College Station, TX). p-values less than or equal to 0.05
were considered statistically significant.

RESULTS

Of the 365 respondents, most (94.0%) were women
(Table 1). Over half were Hispanic/Latinx (59.2%), and
19.5% were NH Black. The rest were NH White (10.1%)
or other races/ethnicities (11.2%). One quarter had a
bachelor’s degree or higher. Nearly half had an annual
adjusted gross income <$20,000 on their 2019 tax
returns, and the mean household size was 4.4 people.

Among those eligible, take-up rates for individual
programs were 84.3% for EITC, 57.5% for SNAP,
79.1% for WIC, and 90.6% for Medicaid (Table 1). To
calculate cross-program take-up of safety net programs,
the authors restricted the sample of participants in each
program to those who were eligible for the other pro-
grams examined (Table 2). EITC take-up was fairly
consistent, ranging from 81.7% among WIC partici-
pants to 84.8% among SNAP participants. SNAP take-
up ranged from 54.4% among WIC participants to
62.0% among Medicaid participants. WIC take-up
ranged from 74.3% among SNAP participants to 80.1%
among Medicaid participants. Medicaid take-up was
consistently high among participants in other pro-
grams, ranging from 89.7% among EITC recipients to
98.1% among SNAP participants.

Among SNAP participants, those who had higher
household income (OR=1.8; 95% CI=1.1, 3.0), were
older (OR=1.2; 95% CI=1.1, 1.3), or spoke English as a
primary language (OR=3.6, 95% CI=1.1, 11.8) had
higher EITC take-up (Table 3). Those who were NH
Black (OR=3.4, 95% CI=1.1, 10.3), had lower household
incomes (OR=0.6; 95% CI=0.4, 0.96), were married
(OR=4.0; 95% CI=1.4, 11.0), and were younger (OR=0.9;
95% CI=0.9, 0.99) had higher WIC take-up. Among
WIC participants, those who had higher income
(OR=1.4; 95% CI=1.02, 2.1) and spoke English (OR=3.2;
95% CI=1.4, 7.3) as a primary language had higher EITC
take-up. Those who were had lower household income

Table 2. Multiprogram Take-Up in Safety Net Programs Among ACCESS Study Participants: California, 2020—2021 (h=365)

Of people who received
program below . ..

Received EITC, n (%) Received SNAP, n (%) Received WIC, n (%) Received Medicaid, n (%)

EITC 274 (100.0) 162 (60.0) 205 (75.9) 245 (89.7)
SNAP 162 (84.8) 206 (100.0) 153 (74.3) 202 (98.1)
WIC 205 (81.7) 153 (54.4) 282 (100.0) 261 (92.6)
Medicaid 245 (83.9) 202 (62.0) 261 (80.1) 326 (100.0)

ACCESS, Assessing California Communities’ Experiences with Safety Net Supports; EITC, Earned Income Tax Credit; SNAP, Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program; WIC, Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children.
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Table 3. Sociodemographic Variables Associated With Multiprogram Take-Up in Safety Net Programs Among ACCESS Study
Participants, Conditioned on Eligibility for Both Programs: California, 2020—2021 (n=365)

SNAP participants WIC participants

EITC participation WIC participation EITC participation SNAP participation

Sociodemographic variables (n=191) (n=205) (n=250) (n=281)
OR (95% Cl)
Woman 0.9 (0.1, 9.2) 1.5(0.4,5.8) 0.9 (0.2, 5.4) 0.6 (0.2, 2.3)
Hispanic or Latinx 0.6 (0.2, 2.1) 1.2 (0.5, 2.8) 0.4 (0.1, 1.0) 0.6 (0.3, 1.2)
NH Black 0.9(0.2,5.1) 3.4* (1.1, 10.3) 1.0 (0.2,4.2) 2.2 (0.9,5.7)
10% increase in household 1.8* (1.1, 3.0) 0.6* (0.4, 0.96) 1.4* (1.02,2.1) 0.5** (0.3, 0.7)
income®
Some college or more® 0.8 (0.2, 3.0) 1.4 (0.6, 3.5) 0.8 (0.3, 1.8) 0.8 (0.5, 1.6)
Any work, full or part time 1.0 (0.3, 3.0) 0.7 (0.3, 1.8) 0.8 (0.4, 2.0) 0.6 (0.3, 1.3)
Married 0.8 (0.2, 2.8) 4.0%* (1.4, 11.0) 1.0 (0.4, 2.5) 0.8 (0.4, 1.7)
Age 1.2**(1.1,1.3) 0.9* (0.9, 0.99) 1.1(1.0,1.1) 0.95* (0.9, 0.99)
Number of adults 0.8 (0.6, 1.2) 0.7 (0.5, 1.0) 1.0(0.7,1.4) 0.8(0.6,1.1)
Number of children 0.8 (0.5,1.3) 1.2(0.9,1.7) 0.9 (0.6, 1.3) 1.6** (1.2,2.2)
Primary language English 3.6* (1.1,11.8) 0.7 (0.3, 1.9) 3.2%* (1.4, 7.3) 1.1(0.5,2.1)

Notes: Boldface indicates statistical significance (*p<0.05 and **p<0.01).

Analyses involved multivariable logistic regression.
®lncome variable was transformed by a natural log to reduce skewness.

®Some college or more includes vocational school, associate’s degree, and bachelor's degree or more.
ACCESS, Assessing California Communities’ Experiences with Safety Net Supports; EITC, Earned Income Tax Credit; NH, non-Hispanic; SNAP, Supple-
mental Nutrition Assistance Program; WIC, Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children.

(OR=0.5; 95% CI=0.3, 0.7), were younger (OR=0.95;
95% CI=0.9, 0.99), and had more dependents (OR=1.6;
95% CI=1.2, 2.2) had higher SNAP take-up.

DISCUSSION

This study found that many participants of the 4 safety
net programs examined participated in multiple
programs. This finding was consistent with those of
previous studies, although those did not condition on
program-specific eligibility.”'***** For example, several
studies reported that over half of people receiving
any safety net benefits participated in multiple
programs.””>*’ This study found relatively low rates of
cross-program take-up among those eligible for both of
the nutrition programs in this study: 74.3% of SNAP
participants also participated in WIC, whereas only
54.3% of WIC participants participated in SNAP. This
may be due, in part, to high administrative burden, per-
ceived stigma, low awareness, or limited desire to partici-
pate in multiple safety net programs. In prior work, WIC
families with young children have reported that attend-
ing in-person appointments poses challenges, such as
bringing their children to clinic, finding childcare for
other children, or obtaining transportation.”* No studies,
to the authors’ knowledge, have examined the barriers to
concurrent participation among those eligible for both
SNAP and WIC, an opportunity for future research. The
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potential for greater collaboration between the SNAP
and WIC programs represents an opportunity for
administrators of the 2 programs—which are both run
by the USDA—to facilitate enrollment in the other pro-
gram among families who are already at high risk of
food insecurity and malnutrition. Building on this
potential, the USDA has recently undertaken efforts to
enhance WIC enrollment through data matching with
other federal programs.'”

This study found high take-up of Medicaid in both
individual and cross-program take-up. This finding may
be partially due to relatively lower administrative bur-
den: California adopted the Medicaid expansion in 2011,
which simplified income eligibility rules and improved
enrollment processes, such as real-time eligibility verifi-
cation and automated renewals.””** In addition, aware-
ness of Medicaid is high relative to that of other
programs such as the EITC."”*” Medicaid enrollment
strategy has also historically focused on outreach, sta-
tioning workers to assist in enrollment in places that are
more accessible for potential participants, such as com-
munity-based organizations, schools, and health clin-
ics.”® Furthermore, Medicaid offers potentially the most
valuable benefit to families, given that healthcare
expenses can reach tens or hundreds of thousands of
dollars annually. Thus, ensuring that one’s family has
health insurance when eligible may be seen as a much
higher priority than other programs.
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This study next identified factors associated with mul-
tiprogram take-up, which can inform efforts for strate-
gies to increase take-up among those most at risk for
under enrollment. Higher income and older age were
associated with lower odds of concurrent take-up of
SNAP and WIC. Other studies have also found that
these factors were associated with lower multiprogram
participation, although these studies did not fully condi-
tion on eligibility.'>'* Households with higher incomes
may experience a lower potential benefit from program
participation.”” Whereas benefits for WIC are the same
for all income-eligible participants, SNAP benefits
decline with higher income. Administrative burdens and
perceived stigma may further reduce motivation to
participate.”””’ In contrast, among SNAP and WIC par-
ticipants, those with lower incomes had lower EITC
take-up. This may be due to the fact that families with
incomes below a certain threshold are not required to
file taxes, but one must file to receive the EITC or other
tax credits. A previous analysis found that families with
lower incomes were less likely to file taxes, possibly
owing to their income falling below the IRS filing
threshold.”’ Furthermore, SNAP and WIC participants
who spoke a primary language other than English had
lower EITC take-up, indicating a need for increased
multilingual support. Recently, the USDA has taken
steps to address the issue by funding efforts for the
translation of resources and development of culturally
tailored materials.'”” Among SNAP participants, those
who were married had higher WIC take-up. Prior
research on the association between WIC participation
and marital status has been mixed, but this study’s find-
ing may reflect an increased ability among married peo-
ple to manage the administrative burdens of dual
program participation.””** Supporting this theory, a
recent study found that among WIC participants, mar-
ried women were more likely to sustain program partici-
pation for longer durations than unmarried women.”

This study contributes to a small body of literature on
multiprogram participation. Broadly, findings suggest
that people who receive larger benefits from participa-
tion have higher rates of take-up. This study also identi-
fied other likely barriers to participation, including
language and administrative burden, highlighting the
need for increasing language accessibility and simplify-
ing administrative processes. On the basis of this study’s
findings that many participate in some but not all of the
programs for which they are eligible, some ideas to
increase multiprogram participation include reducing
administrative burden by simplifying eligibility rules
and streamlining application processes, allowing for flex-
ibility in scheduling SNAP interviews (in states where
appointments are required) and WIC appointments,

implementing automatic cross-program enrollment,
expanding awareness of programs, and ensuring that
program materials and support are available in multiple
languages. Greater data sharing across the multiple
agencies that administer each safety net program,
including the IRS, the USDA, and Centers for Medicare
and Medicaid Services, could also help streamline access.
In addition, the high rates of Medicaid take-up suggest
an opportunity to increase cross-program participation
among people already involved in this part of the safety
net. Healthcare providers or Medicaid administrators
could incorporate eligibility and enrollment information
for other safety net programs into routine interactions
with people who participate in Medicaid.”

Strengths of this study include its comprehensive
questionnaire that included detailed questions on demo-
graphics and participation in multiple safety net pro-
grams. This allowed the authors to condition on
participant eligibility to examine take-up and assess spe-
cific combinations of safety net programs. Data collec-
tors also directly verified EITC receipt and eligibility
from participants’ tax forms, which reduced self-report
errors for EITC participation. This study is also among
the first to examine patterns and factors associated with
take-up of multiple safety net programs.

Limitations

There are several limitations to this study. Eligibility for
several programs was imputed on the basis of self-report,
and self-reported variables are subject to standard
reporting biases. There is a critical need to reduce bar-
riers to administrative data linkages to avoid this reliance
on self—report.37 In addition, data collection occurred
during the COVID-19 pandemic, although the authors
specifically asked about program participation during
2019 before the pandemic; nevertheless, this may have
affected respondents’ answers to survey questions. In
addition, the analytical sample was a convenience sam-
ple and is not intended to be generalizable to the popula-
tion of low-income Californians. The sample was
composed of individuals eligible for the EITC who were
recruited in partnership with community-based organi-
zations and who had their tax returns available. There-
fore, households with low income who are not
connected to the social safety system are underrepre-
sented. Including only those who had their tax forms
and the limited sample size also limit external validity
and precludes the ability to disaggregate results by race
and ethnicity. Finally, other states may have different
categorical eligibility, certification, and requirements for
programs, and California’s WIC participation rate is
greater than the national average, whereas its SNAP and
EITC participation is lower.”* " These factors
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underscore the need for future studies in other settings
outside of California.

CONCLUSIONS

Facilitating the take-up of safety net programs is critical,
given their potential to address key social determinants
of health and improve health equity. People are influ-
enced by the full package of programs in which they par-
ticipate, and there are many potential synergistic benefits
to multiprogram participation. Particularly for those
who are already accessing a part of the safety net, these
findings suggest opportunities to increase take-up of
other programs by improving cross-program coordina-
tion and targeting recruitment of underenrolled sub-
groups. Future studies should assess such interventions
and explore optimal practices for providing a compre-
hensive social safety net using examples from nations
outside the U.S., many of which have greater investment
in children and families.”" Studies within the U.S. con-
text should expand the types and combinations of social
safety net programs examined for multiprogram partici-
pation and assess potential heterogeneity in effects of
multiprogram participation among sociodemographic
groups in nationwide samples.
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